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Introduction

THIS BRIEF DESCRIBES THE APPLICATION of a two-
pronged theoretical approach to develop and implement the
National Youth Anti-Drug Media Campaign (NYADMC). More
specifically, the brief describes the NYADMC and its theoreti-
cal underpinning and explores how its theory base is used to
empirically inform the development of specific advertisements
and to create measures that evaluate their impact. The brief con-
cludes with an example of this multifold process. The size and
scope of the NYADMC provides a unique opportunity to ex-
plore its processes, and the findings of this exploration may in-
form other communication efforts to prevent drug abuse among
teens. In the end, the brief provides a descriptive examination
of the connection between theory and practice with the aim to
prevent drug abuse by youth.

The National Youth

Anti-Drug Media Campaign

The NYADMC, which began in 1998, is a large-scale, national
effort to use mass media and other public communications to
prevent drug abuse among youth ages 12 to 17, with a special
emphasis on 14 to 16 year-olds. The Office of National Drug
Control Policy conducts the NYADMC under Congressional
mandate and aims media messages through national paid ad-
vertising in multiple channels, such as television, radio, print,
and internet/multimedia, at two audiences. First, the NYADMC
disseminates messages directly to youth to discourage first time
use of illicit drugs such as marijuana and to convince current
drug users to stop using. Second, the campaign directs media
messages to parents and other influential adults to build their
efficacy to talk about the risks of drug use with their teens and
to encourage parental behaviors, such as monitoring, that might
decrease youth drug use. The NYADMC has great reach. In fact,
the campaign estimates that, in 2008, 64 percent of teens in the
target age range saw a campaign advertisement, and exposure
averaged 2.6 times per week.

Since its inception, the NYADMC has been studied repeat-
edly. Some research shows evidence of its effectiveness alone
(Palmgreen, et al. 2007) or combined with school-based preven-
tion curricula (Longshore, et al., 2006). Other research suggests
that the NYADMC causes no favorable changes in youth drug
use and that the campaign ads might create a “norming” effect
in which greater exposure to the ads relates to more positive at-
titudes to drug use overall in youth (Hornik et al., 2003).

The dispute over whether the NYADMC produces norm-
ing relates to the underlying complexity of any wide-scale so-
cial marketing media campaign. The campaign needs to de-
velop and communicate prevention messages that have a high
likelihood of prompting behavior change in social and media
environments that present special challenges. The campaign
also needs to create and deliver messages that have a low prob-
ability of iatrogenic or unintended effects. While norming is a
significant concern, so too is metamessaging. Metamessaging
is a process by which people absorb the implicit message from
campaign communications that all teens use drugs. But theory
may be used to guard against this challenge.

Theoretical approach to campaign

developmental and implementation

A key tenet of the NYADMC is its use of theory to develop
and implement media messages and to reach its intended goals
while avoiding unintended consequences. Its theoretical basis
has evolved over time and now involves two key components:
the theory of planned behavior (TPB) and the importance of
social influence. Since its inception, the NYADMC has used
TPB as a theoretical foundation. TPB suggests that exposure to
persuasive information subsequently produces shifts in beliefs,
intentions, and behavior (Azjen & Fishbein, 1980). By develop-
ing media messages aligned with elements of TPB, the media
experts and researchers who work on the NYADMC theoreti-
cally positioned the campaign to reduce teen drug abuse.

number 2 march 2009 @ page |



Still, the original NYADMC definition of intentions focused
only on avoiding drugs, which assumes a rational approach
to drug use behavior. Recent literature suggests that develop-
mental and physiological characteristics of adolescence might
interact to make teens immature decision makers (DHHS,
2007). Indeed, a key difference between adolescent and adult
decision-making ability is adolescents’ openness to greater risk-
taking when peers are present or when they find themselves
in emotionally charged situations (DHHS, 2007). Compared
with adults, teens are more likely to overestimate the risks of
performing a dangerous behavior and are also more likely to
weigh heavily the benefits of the same behavior. This may re-
sult in dangerous behaviors such as drinking and taking drugs,
despite teens’ knowledge of the negative short and long-term
consequences (Reyna & Farley, 2006).

To account for decision-making differences, the NYADMC
modified its theoretical basis in 2005 to include intentions to
avoid negative social influence. Including this additional inten-
tions construct in the theoretical model and campaign messag-
ing provides a more holistic approach to reduce drug use by
accounting for rational and affective behavioral determinants.
Indeed, social influences, exposure, and pressures play critical
roles in the initiation and continuation of adolescent drug use
(Hansen, 1992), and drug-prevention programs based on so-
cial influence approaches are generally successful in preventing
substance use in teen populations (see Cujpers, 2002). Figure 1
shows the current theoretical conceptualization of the NYAD-
MC that integrates TPB and recent decision-making research.

Application of theoretical

basis to messaging

The theoretical basis of the campaign provides different plat-
forms for messaging. Some advertisements contain anti-drug
messages, while others focus on resisting negative social influ-
ences. Similarly, advertisements differentially focus on positive
expectations of avoiding drugs like marijuana or the negative
consequences of use. And while not every advertisement in-
cludes all elements of the NYADMC’s theoretical foundation,
all are tested for their ability to influence viewers’ beliefs about
youth drug abuse and to ensure that the advertisements avoid

unintended effects. Indeed, before releasing advertising through
the campaign, the NYADMC uses multiple empirical methods,
including qualitative focus groups and quantitative copytest-
ing, to create and test ads. For example, advertising concepts are
focus-group tested with target audience members prior to ad
production. The focus groups are designed to probe the extent
to which those in the audience understand the main message of
the advertising. Related to the theoretical aspects of the cam-
paign, the focus groups are also designed to assess the amount
of norming and metamessaging that might result from the ad-
vertisement. Analyses of focus group data are then used to sug-
gest changes to advertisements.

Copytesting is also a key element in forging a connection
between theory and practice in the campaign. In copytesting,
final-format advertising is quantitatively tested using an experi-
mental test/control design to determine the efficacy of the ads
and the extent of unintended effects, such as contribution to a
false norm about the prevalence of youth drug use or a height-
ened desirability to use drugs. The copytesting measures, which
are drawn from the theoretical basis of the campaign, are de-
signed to examine beliefs and intentions and to explore general
and drug-specific influences in teens’ lives, the social desirabil-
ity of drug use, and the likelihood of drug use by self and in

Figure I: NYADMC - Current Theoretical Basis
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Box I: Sample items from the NYADMC
copytesting measure

Normative perceptions (Social norms)
* How likely is it that you would be more like the coolest kids if you
used marijuana?
* Teens today are deciding to resist influences to do things like weed

Outcome expectations (Beliefs: Positive and Negative)

* You would be better off if you stay above the influence

* Teens who choose to be above the influence will be respected by
others

Self-efficacy

* You are confident that you can resist negative influences

Intentions to use marijuana
* Over the next few months, how likely is it that you will smoke weed?

Intentions to avoid social influence
* Over the next few months, how likely is it that you will stay above the
influence?

Social disapproval
* How do you think your close friends would feel about your using
marijuana?
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the peer group. Box 1 provides sample items from the campaign
copytesting measure. In order to be released to the public, an ad
must produce a positive significant difference between experi-
mental and control groups on at least one measure item, and it
must not produce any undesirable consequences.

To illustrate the practical application of theory to design
effective messages and to avoid unintended effects, consider
“Whatever;” a 30-second ad from the NYADMC that features a




Box 2: WHATEVER ad
transcript

View online at www.mediacampaign.org

car. His friends are in the car with him,
but we don’t really see much
of them

Teen Boy (talks directly to camera):
Some of my friends smoke weed and | don’t. It’s whatever. | drive the
car so they won’t have to get behind the wheel. | pick where we eat
so they won'’t have to worry about choosin’ a place. I'll tell them when

we're heading out to the party so they don’t have worry about being on

top of the time or anything like that. And at the party, I'm the one talk-
ing to the all the ladies, and my boys just sit there...’til it’s time to go
and I'm like “hey, get back in the car; man!” But basically, they don’t have
to worry about living life—/'ll live it for ‘em. Until | go to college, then
y2'll somebody else’s problem. But until then it’s whatever.

SUPER: abovetheinfluence.com

Spot opens on a teenage boy driving his

teen as the protagonist and narrator. He is shown driving a car
and talking about his friends that use marijuana. Box 2 provides
the transcript of the ad.

The content of the advertisement includes many of the theo-
retical constructs of TPB. For example, the ad addresses nor-
mative perceptions. Although some characters in the ad use
marijuana, they do not appear on screen. More importantly,
the protagonist does not use marijuana, which he clearly sub-
stantiates by saying, “Some of my friends smoke marijuana, and
I don’t” Both negative and positive outcome expectations are
included in the advertisement. Marijuana users are described
as missing out on the social scene, when the protagonist states,
“and at the party, 'm the one talking to the all the ladies, and
my boys just sit there” Moreover, the ad relates the avoidance
of marijuana with high achievement, namely, the recognition
that the protagonist is college bound. Finally, the ad depicts the
protagonist modeling self-efficacy. He talks about how he takes
care of his buddies without enabling drug use, saying “basically,
they [his weed-using friends] don’t have to worry about living
life—TI'll live it for ‘em.”

Conclusion

This brief examines how theory may be used to inform the de-
velopment and implementation of a wide-scale national mass
media campaign, namely, the NYADMC. The two-pronged the-
oretical approach of NYADMC media messages, which is predi-
cated on the statistical links among beliefs, attitudes, norms, in-
tentions and behavior, may increase the likelihood of behavior
change. In addition to increasing the efficacy of messages, the-
ory can assist NYADMC from releasing advertising materials
that produce unintended effects. In the end, this theoretically
informed approach should be considered by other communica-
tion campaigns that aim to reduce teen drug use.
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